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PERFORMANCE MEASURES OF LE X IC A L COM PLEXITY 
(A B S TR A C T)
Anne C u tle r
P sycho lin gu is tic  s tud ies o f th e  rep rese n ta tion  of complex Items in the  
mental lexicon have f re q u e n tly  measured simple w o rd  re co g n itio n  time under 
the  assum ption th a t i f  lexical decom position is re q u ire d  f o r  th e  recogn ition  of 
complex w ords, the n  th e  reco gn ition  o f complex w ords w ill ta k e  m easurably 
lo nge r. I t  is here argued th a t th is  assum ption is fa lse , and th a t the  
cons is ten t fa ilu re  to  f in d  e ffe c ts  o f lexical co m p lex ity  on reaction tim e in word 
recogn ition studies is a re fle c tio n  not o f unanalysed lexica l re p rese n ta tion  of 
complex w ords, b u t o f the  in app rop ria ten ess  of th e  experim enta l m ethodology. 
A pp lica tion  o f reaction time m ethodology to  va ria b le s  o th e r th a n  simple word 
recogn ition tim e, on th e  o th e r hand , can be shown to  p ro v id e  s tro n g  evidence 
th a t th e  lexical rep rese n ta tion  o f complex items is not unana lysed.
T h is  argum ent ho lds fo r  a la rge  and heterogeneous class o f lexical items 
which can be said to  be in one way o r  an o the r com plex. C1) Homophony. 
Previous resu lts  c la im ing th a t recogn ition  of homophones was delayed by  an 
amount o f time used fo r  choosing the  c o n te x tu a lly  a p p ro p ria te  read ing  have 
been shown to  be a rte fa c tu a l;  neverthe less, th e  recogn ition  o f homophones 
appears to  invo lve  a c tiva tio n  o f a ll,  ra th e r tha n  on ly  co n te x tu a lly  opposite 
read ings. (2) Im p lic it nega tion . The recogn ition o f im p lic it negatives can be 
shown to invo lve  a component re p rese n ting  n e ga tion , a lthough  im p lic it 
negatives take no lo n g e r to  recogn ise than m atched c o n tro ls . (3 ) F a c tiv ity . 
A ga in , fac tives  ta ke  no lo n g e r to  recognise th a n  n o n -fa c tiv e s , b u t th e ir  
representation can be shown to  Inc lude a fa c tiv e  component. (4) S yn tactic  
com plexity . M u lti-w o rd  s tr in g s , such as idiom s, can be shown to  have u n ita ry  
lexical re p re se n ta tio n s , accessed as easily  as w o rd s , b u t com ponential in 
na tu re . (5) M orphological com p lex ity . P refixed and s u ff ix e d  words have 
lexical rep resen ta tions in which base and a ffixes  a re  separa ted, b u t th e y  take 
no longer to recognise than non-com plex w ords.
These types o f lexical com plexity  are h ig h ly  d is p a ra te , y e t the 
perform ance evidence ind ica tes a rem arkab ly  con s is ten t p ic tu re : the 
representations of complex items are themselves com plex, b u t complex 
representa tions take no longer to  access from  th e  mental lexicon than simple 
rep resenta tions. A model o f th e  lexicon which in vo lve s  m u ltip le  access routes 
is proposed to reso lve th is  complex issue.
